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SUMMARY

In contrast to other CIS states, Turkmenistan is characterized by a tribal culture and the fact that under the first
president, Saparmurat Niyazoy, a totalitarian regime had been established there.

After a certain liberalization carried out under the second president, Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov, the cur-
rent regime still remains the most authoritarian of all Central Asian states. However, recent changes have led
to the establishment of a multi-party system, the abolishment of Niyazov's personality cult, and holding at least
formally free elections.

Islam did not play a political role in Turkmenistan until the 1990s, when Niyazov attempted to monopolize reli-
gion in order to strengthen his own power. However, this tendency has faded away under Berdymukhamedouv.

The country’s economy, regime stability, and success of its populist ideology depend on the availability of finan-
cial resources coming from the sales of gas. The aggravation of relations with Moscow in 2008 led Ashgabat

to change the direction of its gas exports from the north to the east (China, India, and Pakistan) and south
(Iran).

Opinions among experts on how long Berdymukhamedov will stay in power differ, yet most of them agree that
society in Turkmenistan is not ready for mass protest.

Turkmenistan has several specific features
distinguishing it from the other Central
Asian countries. First of all, it is the most
traditional society. The country has a high
level of urbanization; of the population
of approximately 5 million, 800,000 live
in Ashgabat, and several other towns
have a population of more than 200,000.
The Soviet period brought the develop-
ment of the modern gas, construction, and
textile industries and a modern education
system (as measured by 1970s standards).

But Turkmenistan remains a society based
on a tribal construction with the cor-
responding hierarchy and even a kind
of tribe-based “division of labor.” Members
of the largest and most influential Akhal-
Teke tribe hold the highest state posts (the
country’s former and current presidents
both belong to this tribe.) Of course, this
tribal structure should not be seen as an
absolute. Turkmenistan’s first president,
Saparmurat Niyazov, owed his rise not
just to his tribal identity but also to his
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work in the Communist Party apparatus,
including in the Central Committee. He
never forgot his tribal identity, however,
especially since the Akhal-Teke tribe was
the largest and most powerful among
the tribes. To his credit were the efforts
he made to act as a mediator in relations
between the different tribes.

Niyazov was the exemplary Soviet poli-
tician and representative of Soviet politi-
cal culture even as the society he ran re-
mained the quintessence of traditionalism.
This turned post-Soviet Turkmenistan into
a symbiosis of Eastern despotism and totali-
tarianism. In the post-Soviet area, the term
“totalitarian” could be suitably applied only
to Turkmenistan under Niyazov’s rule.

It was his regime’s utmost similarity
to the Soviet regime that made Niyazov
try to distance himself in every way from
the Soviet past and put into oblivion any
notion of continuity with regard to the So-
viet period. In 1998, at a meeting with
a Russian State Duma delegation, Niyazov
explained: “Not a single person here ex-
pressed the desire to fight against the com-
munist ideology. Nobody in Turkmenistan
utters the words ‘communist’ and ‘com-
munism.” These words have faded from
our social lexicon all on their own.”! In
neighboring Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and
Uzbekistan these words and the respective
parties continued to function, albeit with-
out any real influence. Niyazov turned out
to be the most zealous guardian of the So-
viet communist tradition, which did not
allow any opposition to exist.

Niyazov’s assumed title, “Turkmen-
bashi” — “Father of the Turkmen” — was
not simply an expression of his ambition ?
but also reflected his desire to transform
the Turkmen people from a collection
of tribes into a new Turkmen nation. This
nation began to form back in the Soviet
period. The Turkmen Soviet Socialist
Republic was established as the nucleus

of Turkmen statehood in 1924. No one
can deny that Niyazov-Turkmenbashi
made marked progress along this path,
transforming Turkmenistan into a nation
state and becoming its undeniable, albeit
eccentric, leader.

Under the adopted
in 1992 (and subsequently amended five
times), the president was at the same time

Constitution

also prime minister and formed the gov-
ernment. The parliament has powers only
to examine the candidates for the posts
of interior minister and justice minister.
In 1999, the country’s highest representa-
tive body, Halk Maslahata, gave Niyazov
the right to remain in office without limit.
In 1994 and 1995, there was even talk
of establishing a hereditary monarchy, and
members of Niyazov’s entourage were ready
to make him Shah and declare Turkmeni-
stan his shahdom, but Niyazov, no doubt
guessing what jeers would come from
abroad, decided this was excessive. Dur-
ing the discussions of this possibility, how-
ever, the word “republic” vanished from
the country’s official name (the only such
case in Central Asia), leaving some maneu-
vering room for Niyazov, should he want
to take on a monarch’s title in the future.

Neutrality was proclaimed the main prin-
ciple of foreign policy. Of all the organiza-
tions that Russia established, Turkmenistan
chose to be a member only of the Com-
monwealth of Independent States (CIS),
although in reality it took no real part even
in this organization’s work. Consistent with
its foreign policy, Turkmenistan did not
join the Shanghai Cooperation Organiza-
tion. Niyazov attempted to get rid of any
external influences and to consolidate Turk-
menistan’s status as an independent coun-
try, equally distant from all foreign groups
and forces.

Like all dictators, he became gradually
more paranoid with age, often changing
the members of his entourage. According
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to people who worked with Niyazov, in-
cluding government ministers, he did not
listen to anyone’s advice and often made
spur-of-the-moment and hasty decisions.

Niyazov died on December 21, 2006.
His death has been the subject of debate
to this day, with some asserting that he was
poisoned by members of his inner circle,
fed up with his unpredictability.

Niyazov’s death was followed by a pe-
riod of a brief and fierce succession strug-
gle from which Gurbanguly Berdymukh-
ammedov emerged as the country’s new
leader. Berdymukhammedov, a dentist by
profession, was Niyazov’s former personal
doctor before becoming health minister
from 1997 tdill 2001, and then deputy
prime minister. Niyazov did not designate
a successor and could not have done it
in any case, since his death was sudden.

Berdymukhammedov looked like an un-
expected compromise figure, although his-
tory has known enough cases of “interim”
leaders ending up with lasting careers at
the political summit. No one probably se-
riously expected the new president to radi-
cally change the face of the country, but
there were hopes for some transformation
nonetheless.

Change did come, most importantly
in the form of some liberalization. Mos-
cow-based analyst Andrei Grozin de-
scribed the new regime as “more veg-
etarian,”? while Sebastien Peyrouse called
the reforms “cosmetic” and said they were
“illusions of a Khrushchevian Thaw.”* In
reality, the changes made were not even
half-hearted but purely formal. Yet the re-
gime has managed to change its image, go-
ing from near totalitarian to hardline au-
thoritarian, or, to put it another way, from
the category of exotic exceptions (like North
Korea), to the category of the typical.

However, the steps toward liberaliza-
tion have not changed the political sys-
tem itself. The Law on Political Parties

was passed on January 13, 2012. Berdy-
mukhammedov gave his seal of approval
to a multi-party system, saying that it “is
relevant in terms of the big changes taking
place in state administration and in terms
of modernizing political mechanisms and
rethinking the role and place of the coun-
try’s social and civil institutions.”® But
hardly anyone believes that the parties that
could emerge would be allowed to operate
outside the authorities’ control. Turkmeni- |

The Soviet period brought the development

of the modern gas, construction, and textile industries
and a modern education system (as measured by 1970s
standards). But Turkmenistan remains a society

based on a tribal construction with the corresponding
hierarchy and even a kind of tribe-based

“division of labor.”

stan still has just one party at the moment—
the Democratic Party, which is essentially
just the renamed Soviet-era Communist
Party of Turkmenistan and is completely
under the president’s control.

Berdymukhammedov won his second
presidential election in February 2012, with
97.14 percent of the vote. And while in 2007
he had received 89.2 percent of the vote and
had five “rivals,” this time he had seven op-
ponents® (public groups and organizations
initially put forward as many as fifteen can-
didates.) Public wit called these candidates
the “seven little goats,” implying that the role
of Wolf had already gone to Berdymukh-
ammedov. And indeed, these “rivals” suc-
ceeded in getting no more than from 0.16
to 1.07 percent of the vote.” Borrowing an
election campaign trick from Putin’s book,
Berdymukhammedov declined to take part
in TV debates with his opponents, “giving”
them his share of the airtime.

The country had closed its land bor-
ders to foreigners before the elections, and




people arriving at the airport had the con-
tents of their computer disks inspected.
The security services also had blocked ac-
cess to two opposition websites operating
from abroad.

It was his regime’s utmost similarity to the Soviet
regime that made Niyazov try to distance himself
in every way from the Soviet past and put

into oblivion any notion of continuity

with regard to the Soviet period.

In 2011, Berdymukhammedov an-
nounced that members of the opposition
based abroad — the Republican Party and
the Vatan Socio-Political Movement —
could take part in the election. This did not
happen, however, first, because the condi-
tions for free elections were non-existent
in Turkmenistan, and second, because
to take part in the election, the opposition
politicians would have had to return home
and run the risk of being arrested.

Turkmenistan agreed for the first time
to submit a report on the human rights
situation to the UN Human Rights Com-
mittee. Several politicians were released
from prison, including former Speaker
of the Parliament Ovezgeldy Atayev,® and
also several of those arrested in connec-
tion with the 2002 assassination attempt
on Niyazov. But the main suspect accused
in that case, Boris Shikhmuradov, remains
in prison and his fate and the state of his
health are unknown.

Berdymukhammedov restored the ten-
year primary and secondary education sys-
tem in schools (during Niyazov’s time there
was a nine-year school program), reopened
the country’s Academy of Sciences, as well
as the Opera and Ballet Theater, which
Niyazov had “abolished,” and allowed in-
ternet cafes to open, although under strict
government control.

One of Berdymukhammedov’s most no-
ticeable steps was to liquidate, albeit not
completely, the Turkmenbashi cult of per-
sonality. In this respect, he can be compared
in some degree to Nikita Khrushchev.

Berdymukhammedov freed the Turk-
men people from morning public read-
ings and the study of Niyazov’s “Ruh-
nama,” which his intellectual and political
cohorts had compared to the Koran. Ni-
yazov's name was no longer mentioned
in the national anthem, and the oath
of loyalty to Turkmenbashi was dropped.
The months went back to their Gregorian
calendar names.

But this process of dismantling the cult
of personality did not fundamentally
change anything. Berdymukhammedov
himself has never expressed doubt in his
predecessor’s greatness and has been cau-
tious in the way he proceeds, fully aware,
as are the other politicians in the country,
that to completely dismantle Niyazov’s
image would deal a blow to him and his
colleagues, too. It would thus be naive
to expect Berdymukhammedov to start se-
riously denouncing the old regime, while
a real transformation of the power system
could only begin after this.

Meanwhile, a “modest” cult of Berdy-
mukhammedov himself is starting to
emerge. He now has his own titde —
“Arkadag” — “Protector,” which sounds
almost as pretentious as “Father of the
Turkmen.”

The “Golden Age” Niyazov proclaimed
has given way now to the more mod-
est and realistic “Renaissance Epoch.” At
the same time, an “era of might and hap-
piness” has been declared, and conferences
on the topic of “Turkmenistan my home-
land — land of health and happiness” take
place at the country’s universities and other
public forums. A concrete path, the “Path
of Health,” has been laid in the Kopetdag
Mountains eight km from Ashgabat.
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Instead of Niyazov’s “Ruhnama,”
Turkmen now read the “Turkmennama”
(“Story of the Turkmen”), which extols
the Turkmen people’s glory rather than
giving moral lectures. The book is a typi-
cal product of nationalist ideology, writ-
ten by scholars close to the authorities.
In typical fashion, it portrays the Turk-
men as a chosen people; thus, the Bibli-
cal patriarch Noah is said to have landed
in Turkmenistan, and if local academician
Odek Odekov is to be believed, the Turk-
men are the ancestors of the Aztecs and
the Vikings, and Zarathustra came from
southern Turkmenistan.” Russian epic
folk hero Ilya Muromets has also been
added to the Turkmen gallery of great
names. Not that there is anything original
here, for many countries indulge in such
legend-making, especially in the post-So-
viet space, where many peoples are trying
to improve the “quality” of their national
identity.

Portraits of the president fill the country
once more, potentially surprising the casual
visitor who does not follow developments
in Turkmenistan, for Berdymukhammedov
looks a lot like his predecessor (one rumor
even has it that he is Niyazov’s illegitimate
son), thus creating the impression that one
and the same person has been in power all
these years.

Power lost its sacred aspect after Niya-
zov’s death. Berdymukhammedov does not
have the required charisma, and people do
not worship him the way they did Niyazov.
His nickname, “GB” (begging associations
with the all-so-familiar acronym “KGB”),
was born out of a sense of humor rather
than out of fear.

Berdymukhammedov realizes that he
probably will not be a “second Turkmen-
bashi” and does not make this his ambi-
tion in any case, preferring to give himself
the image of “liberal despot.” So far, he is
succeeding.

Turkmenistan is a Muslim society,
though it is hard to say exactly what role
I[slam plays there. The nomads practiced
a syncretic form of Islam that influences
family relations and everyday behavior
but does not play any big part in shap-
ing politics. Turkmenistans Islam was
aptly characterized by the term “cultural
Islam,” widely used in Soviet literature
in the 1970s-1980s.

But for all its apolitical nature, even
“cultural Islam” influences Muslims’ out-
look, including their political perceptions.
Moreover, “cultural Islam” is very resistant.
It survived the Soviet period, adapting
to the environment’s demands and coexist-
ing with the state-imposed atheist educa-
tion. Religious scholars during the Soviet
period noted that remnants of Sufi Islam
also persisted among the Turkmen.°

In this regard, little has changed at
first glance in post-Soviet Turkmenistan.
Islam’s influence is most visible in fam-
ily life and rituals and appears distanced
from public and political life. Turkmeni-
stan has not been affected by the Islamic
revival that began with the Soviet Union’s
decline. And it has been affected still less
by the politicization of Islam that is taking |

Hardly anyone believes that the parties that could
emerge would be allowed to operate outside

the authorities’ control. Turkmenistan still has

just one party at the moment - the Democratic Party,
which is essentially just the renamed Soviet-era
Communist Party of Turkmenistan and is completely
under the president’s control.

place. Attempts to create Islamic parties
or movements, as happened in the neigh-
boring republics, have not been successful,
partly because of repression. In the early
1990s, when the president of one Muslim
country visited Turkmenistan, a police-




man was sent to the home of every mem-
ber of the Islamic Party for the Renais-
sance of Turkmenistan (there were only
four of them) to stop them from leaving
their houses.

Niyazov did not pay any attention to Is-
lam at first, not seeing any threat to power
in it. In 1992, Niyazov said that “there is no
reason to exaggerate the likelihood of Turk-
menistan’s Islamicization.”!'" In maintain-
ing a closed society and state (the idea
of Turkmenistan’s neutrality was aimed at
keeping the country sealed off), Niyazov
followed the Soviet example to some ex-
tent, replacing the cult of Lenin with a cult
of himself. But in the mid-1990s, he de-
cided that some kind of official recognition
of Islam was needed and that Islam could
also help to strengthen his regime. Fur-
thermore, he wanted to expand contacts
with Muslim countries, hoping to receive
financial assistance from them.

Thus, the country began building
mosques, and imams started singing Ni-

1 sermons and in religious literature, as

The process of dismantling the cult of personality
did not fundamentally change anything.
Berdymukhammedov himself has never expressed
doubt in his predecessor’s greatness and has been
cautious in the way he proceeds, fully aware,

as are the other politicians in the country, that

to completely dismantle Niyazov’s image would
deal a blow to him and his colleagues, too.

—  well as in official propaganda, a symbio-
sis of religion and idol worship emerged.
Niyazov put Islam under his total control
and did not allow even a hint of criti-
cism from the Muslim clergy. Nasrulla
ibn Ibadulla, the chief mufti of Turk-
menistan (formerly imam of the Tashauz
mosque and kadi in the Mari Region) and

yazov’s praises in their sermons. In imams’

the country’s most influential spiritual fig-
ure, who attempted to initiate an Islamic
revival in the late 1980s-early 1990s, was
imprisoned for criticizing excessive wor-
ship of Niyazov.

Niyazov monopolized Islam, in which he
genuinely thought himself deeply knowl-
edgeable. In this respect he begs compari-
son with other post-Soviet politicians, such
as Tajikistani President Emomali Rakhmon
and Chechnya’s leader, Ramzan Kadyrov.
In 2000, Niyazov ordered the burning
of 40,000 copies of the Koran because he
did not like the way they had been trans-
lated into Turkmen.

Berdymukhammedov shows little inter-
est in Islam and takes the earlier approach
that politicization of Islam in Turkmeni-
stan is not possible. There is no evidence yet
to back up the talk that a religious-political
opposition could emerge in the country.
At the same time, there is an opinion that
there exists a so-called “parallel Islam,” and
some of those who have left Turkmenistan
say that even in rural areas, some villages
have two mosques (such were the words
of one respondent), one of which is an un-
derground prayer house in which protest
sermons can be heard.

Turkmenistan is unlikely to be able
to completely isolate itself from the events
taking place in the rest of the Muslim
world, and it cannot build some kind
of “Great Wall” on the borders with its
Central Asian neighbors, where radical
Islam is becoming increasingly active. If
Berdymukhammedov is to face the rise
of Islamic protest sentiments, this will be
something he is obviously ill-prepared for.

Fossil fuels are the cornerstone
of Turkmenistan’s regime. Gas sales ac-
counted for 70 percent of the country’s
GDP in 2009. The authorities use gas
revenues to maintain a tolerable standard
of living and put on a show of caring for
the people’s needs. Gas ensures the re-
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gime’s survival and the success of its pop-
ulist ideology. When he came to power,
Berdymukhammedov did not abolish free
supplies of gas, electricity, and also water
and salt for the population. What’s more,
since 2008, private car owners receive 120
liters of gasoline free each year, bus own-
ers get 200 liters, and motorbike owners
get 40 liters."?

Turkmenistan has the world’s fourth
largest gas reserves. Politicians, engineers,
and economists debate the exact size
of these reserves. The Turkmenistan au-
thorities say they have accessible reserves
of 20 trillion cubic meters. Russia, which
has the world’s largest accessible gas re-
serves, has 44.8 trillion cubic meters. Ac-
cording to British Petroleum, Turkmeni-
stan’s proven reserves increased by no more
than between 2.6 trillion to 8 trillion cubic
meters from 2000 to 2011."% Accessible re-
serves come to no more than 3 trillion cu-
bic meters. The Turkmen authorities put
the reserves of the biggest field, Yolotan,
at 6 trillion cubic meters,'* but in reality
they are several times lower. What’s more,
Yolotan gas has a high hydrogen sulphide
content, making extraction more difficult.

The Turkmen authorities have deliber-
ately exaggerated the country’s gas reserves
and offer big contracts to foreign partners
from all directions — China, Europe, Iran,
and Russia — only these contracts do not
always have a real basis to them. However,
these tactics have kept potential buyers’ in-
terest in Turkmenistan’s gas running high
and enabled Ashgabat to attract investment
for building the required infrastructure.

Turkmenistan’s gas production has un-
dergone such large ups and downs over
the last twenty years that it is hard to as-
sess its real level today. The big fluctuations
were due as much to the global economic
situation as to Turkmenistan’s own tech-
nological capabilities. Between 2000 and
2008, for example, gas production went

up from 42 billion to 66 billion cubic me-
ters per annum, but in 2010 it dropped
to 45 billion cubic meters.”” Gas exports
in 2010 came to only 22.6 billion cubic
meters. In 2012, estimated gas production
will reach 66.5 billion cubic meters. Devel-
opment is currently underway at the Gara-
bil and Gurrukbil fields, the Central Kara-
kum, and on the right shore of the Amu
Darya River. —

Berdymukhammedov shows little interest in Islam and
takes the earlier approach that politicization of Islam

in Turkmenistan is not possible. There is no evidence yet
to back up the talk that a religious-political opposition
could emerge in the country.

For many vyears, Russia was Turk-
menistan’s largest gas buyer, but starting
in 2008, relations between Moscow and
Ashgabat soured. In 2008, Turkmenistan
sold Gazprom 50 billion cubic meters for
$7 billion, but at the end of that year, with
the global crisis underway, Gazprom re-
fused to agree to the higher contract price
that Turkmenistan demanded. This pro-
voked a dispute that finally led Gazprom
head Alexei Miller to cut off the Rus-
sian supply route in 2009. An explosion
took place in the gas pipeline. Gazprom
said that the causes of the explosion were
purely technical, while Ashgabat claimed
that Gazprom deliberately set it up. This
left Turkmenistan without the possibility
of supplying gas to Russia. Sales resumed
again only in 2010, but came to no more
than 11 billion cubic meters. Moscow re-
fused to purchase the remaining 40 bil-
lion cubic meters, using this as a leverage
to pressure the Turkmenistan authorities.

Europe’s market no longer needs large
quantities of gas from Turkmenistan, and
Gazprom is able to satisfy Europe’s gas
demands with its own resources. This is




keeping Turkmen-Russian relations tense.
Naturally, Ashgabat has responded by
stepping up efforts to diversify gas supply
routes. It has been supplying gas to neigh-
boring Iran for the last few years now, de-
livering from 8 to 14 billion cubic meters
in 2011, according to various estimates.
Iran has also made a proposal to Turk-
menistan to build a new gas pipeline with
—an outlet to the Persian Gulf.

Europe’s market no longer needs large quantities
of gas from Turkmenistan, and Gazprom is able
to satisfy Europe’s gas demands with

its own resources.

— Turkmenistan again showed interest
in the NABUCCO project, but to join
the project Turkmenistan would need
to construct a 300 km trans-Caspian gas
pipeline, to which Russia and, recently, In-
dia have expressed objections. There are two
proposed routes for the NABUCCO proj-
ect: a trans-Anatolian and a trans-Adriatic
(Turkey-Greece-Italy) route. The project is
the main rival of the Southern Stream proj-
ect, in which Moscow has big economic
and political hopes. So far no one has of-
fered to invest in building an underwater
pipeline across the Caspian anyway. (Some
think that in the case of an extreme aggra-
vation of tensions, Russia would be ready
to prevent the construction of an underwa-
ter pipeline using any means, including its
formidable Caspian military flotilla, which
is the most powerful among the Caspian
states’ navies.)

China is in the process of becoming
Turkmenistan’s main gas customer. The gas
pipeline to China was opened in 2009, and
in 2010 Turkmenistan exported around
5 billion cubic meters of gas to China at
a price of $192 (or $170-$180) per cubic
meter. Gazprom was paying $240 per cu-

bic meter at that time. Exports to China
could reach 15 or even 30 billion cubic
meters in 2012, and 65 billion cubic me-
ters by 2015. Work on a second pipeline
to China has already begun.

Ashgabat places big hopes on the TAPI
project. This project envisages the con-
struction of a 1,735 km pipeline linking
Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and
India, with a capacity of 30-33 billion cu-
bic meters of gas. Along with the Chinese
export routes, it is seen as the main alterna-
tive to cooperation with Russia.

An agreement on the project was signed
in 2010. The project cost is estimated at
$7.6 billion, but higher figures of up to $12
billion have also been cited.'® Construc-
tion is scheduled to begin in 2013, and
the pipeline will start operation in 2016.

In Turkmenistan’s view, TAPI will help
to stabilize the situation in Afghanistan.
At the same time, however, certain Taliban
groups could also use the gas pipeline, or
more precisely the related security issues, as
a means to put pressure on the Afghan au-
thorities and to use extortion tactics against
the companies and countries anxious to en-
sure that the pipeline operates smoothly.
The need to guarantee that the gas flows
safely and without interruption could there-
fore contribute to the radical opposition’s
growing influence (as was the case in Russia
during the Chechen wars).

Interest in TAPI has been shown not
only by countries looking to buy Turkmen
gas, but also by Gazprom, which is increas-
ingly getting involved in energy projects
not directly related to Russian gas.

TAPI faces a host of obstacles. First,
Turkmenistan’s partners are still worried
about insufficient transparency in settling
the financial issues. As during Niyazov’s
time, gas sales remain under direct presi-
dential control, with 80 percent of the rev-
enue going into Berdymukhammedov’s
own pocket, thus continuing the tradition
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started by Niyazov, who controlled all en-
ergy sector contracts through special ac-
counts in what has become one of the dis-
tinguishing features of Turkmenistan’s
shadow economy. Turkmenistan’s laws state
that only 20 percent of oil and gas export
revenue goes to the state budget.'” Berdy-
mukhammedov has simply developed
these corrupt schemes further. Contracts
concluded between foreign buyers and
Turkmenistan are thus essentially contracts
concluded with the country’s president.

Second, instability continues in Af-
ghanistan, and third, the project’s success
depends on the unpredictable relations be-
tween India and Pakistan.

Finally, there is the question of whether
or not Turkmenistan actually has enough
gas for all these ambitious projects.
The country plans to increase its gas pro-
duction to 230 billion cubic meters and
its exports to 180 billion cubic meters by
2020. Of these exports, 65 billion cubic
meters will go to China, 33 billion will
be supplied via TAPI, 20 billion will go
to Iran, 10 billion to Europe, and 42-52
billion to Russia.'®

After the dispute with Russia, Turk-
menistan will concentrate on develop-
ing gas exports to its eastern neighbors —
China, India, and Pakistan — and to Iran
in the south. Gas exports to the West and
to Russia will probably play a secondary
role, all the more so since Turkmenistan has
plenty of rivals in the European market.

According to the World Bank’s Control
of Corruption Index, Turkmenistan is sixth
on the list of least favorable countries out
of 210 that were reviewed.

China is the one exception. Beijing gave
Ashgabat a loan of $4.1 billion in 2010
to develop the Southern Yolotan gas field.
However, as in Tajikistan’s case, this binds
Turkmenistan so tightly with China that
one could speak of the country turning
into a “Chinese province.”

The status of ethnic Russians remains
a sensitive issue in relations between Turk-
menistan and Russia. The exact number
of ethnic Russians in the country is not
known. The Russian Foreign Ministry put
their number at 3.5 percent of the total
population in 2005, and in 2001, Niyazov
said they constituted 2 percent of the pop-
ulation. Clearly, their number is somewhere
around 120,000 to 150,000 people.

The Turkmenistan authorities have
taken an ambiguous approach to the Rus-
sians. The Russian cultural and language
environment is shrinking. The only Rus-
sian-language newspaper in Turkmenistan
now is Neutral Turkmenistan, which con-
tains nothing of interest and is just a dull
symbol of a Russian-language presence
in the media. A ban was put on the im-
port and distribution of Russian newspa-
pers in 2002, and, supposedly for technical
reasons, the Russian radio station Mayak,
which used to broadcast to all of the for-
mer Soviet republics, had to end its broad-
casts. Access to broadcasts by Russian Pub-
lic Television (ORT) was limited to two
hours a day. L

A ban was put on the import and distribution of Russian
newspapers in 2002, and, supposedly for technical
reasons, the Russian radio station Mayak, which used

to broadcast to all of the former Soviet republics, had

to end its broadcasts. Access to broadcasts by Russian
Public Television (ORT) was limited to two hours a day.

The Russian Community of Turkmeni-
stan, a public organization whose mission
was to protect ethnic Russians’ rights, was
closed down at the end of the 1990s, and
its leaders, Nina Shmelyova, Vyacheslav
Mamedov, and Anatoly Fomin, were given
prison sentences and then forced to leave
the country. Russian community organiza-
tions had at least minimal opportunities for
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social activity in the other Central Asian re-
publics, including the defense of the Rus-
sian population’s rights, but in Turkmeni-
stan they lost all such opportunities.

The Russian leadership abandoned
the Turkmenistan Russians to their fate,
showing no interest in them until 2010.
The Russian government’s interests were
solely in energy cooperation and gas pur-
chases and transit, and any other issues got
only peripheral attention, if even that.

Turkmenistan and Russia signed an
agreement on dual citizenship in 1993,
which set out the rules in this area. At
that time, Turkmenistan’s Russians had
the same rights as ethnic Turkmen.

But in 2011, Ashgabat announced that
people with dual citizenship would not
be allowed to leave the country unless
they made a choice in favor of Turkmen
citizenship only. Additionally, on April 1,
2012, a new law changing the rules for
travel abroad came into force. Now, only
those with a new foreign travel passport
can go out of the country, but this new
passport is not issued to people with dual
citizenship.

Russia did not recognize Turkmeni-
stan’s withdrawal from the 1993 agree-
ment as lawful, but could do nothing
to change the situation. Meanwhile, Rus-
sians in Turkmenistan now also have found
themselves unable to privatize their homes.
Rumors have it that the prices at which
they would have to purchase their homes
from the state will be set at such prohibi-
tively high prices that it will be impossible
for them to do so.

It is difficult to say whether Russia will
be more energetic about protecting Rus-
sians’ rights in Turkmenistan. But in Turk-
menistan, as in the other Central Asian
republics, what is needed is to develop and
implement a set of principles and a gen-
eral concept for protecting Russians’ rights;
however, at the moment, as over the past

years, this is still not on the agenda for
Russia’s strategy in the region.

Opinions are divided on Turkmeni-
stan’s future. One view, expressed in a re-
port by the American organization Crude
Accountability, suggests that sooner or
later Berdymukhammedov’s regime will
encounter the same problems that have
brought down regimes in the Middle East
and North Africa. The question is whether
events will follow the milder “Tunisian”
scenario, or whether they will take the Lib-
yan path and evolve into a civil war."

In contrast, journalist Arkady Dubnoyv,
one of the best experts on Central Asia,
thinks that “Berdymukhammedov’s sun will
shine for a long time yet.” ** Dubnov’s view
is the more likely one since Turkmenistan’s
society is clearly not ready for mass pro-
tests yet. In terms of its organization, it can
indeed be compared to Libyan society, but
the Libyans live in a completely different
geopolitical environment than the Turk-
men. Turkmenistan has been on the pe-
riphery of global political and cultural pro-
cesses for decades. It is too “sluggish,” and
even a hypothetical revolution would not
radically change the dominant values and
political culture there. Thus, Berdymukh-
ammedov’s sun, and the “sun of dictator-
ship” in general will indeed shine there for
a good while yet.

As for foreign policy, no major change
should be expected. The regime is not
about to renounce the declared policy
of neutrality that has already brought it
a fair number of advantages and has been
recognized by its international partners.
Turkmenistan is very unlikely to allow mil-
itary bases to appear on its soil. There is no
substance to the rumors that the United
States is seeking to take over the former So-
viet Air Force base in Mary (although it is
true that the base in Mary would be a very
convenient platform from which to launch
airstrikes against Iran).




TURKMENISTAN: HAS THERE BEEN A THAW?

Turkmenistan’s participation in the CIS is purely formal. It is symbolic that Ashgabat
has never hosted a CIS summit. There are no grounds for the hints made that Turk-
menistan might join the Collective Security Treaty Organization, and it certainly has no
plans to join the Customs Union, and even less so the Eurasian Union. Perhaps the only
organization it might consider joining in the future (under special conditions) would be
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, but such a decision would depend above all
on Ashgabat’s interest in developing relations with China.
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' Vneshnyaya politika neitralnogo Turkmenistana. Rechi, intervyu prezidenta Turkmenistana Sapar-
murata Turkmenbashi [Newtral Turkmenistans Foreign Policy. Speeches and interviews with President
of Turkmenistan Saparmurat Turkmenbashi] (Ashgabat: 1999), p.140.

? The opposition and the media reacted to the “Turkmenbashi” title by coming up with the term

“bashism” as a definition for the semi-oriental, semi-communist regime.
3 Pravda.ru, February 14, 2012.

4 Sebastien Peyrouse, Turkmenistan. Strategies of Power, Dilemmas of Development (Armonk, New
York, and London, England: M.E. Sharpe, 2012), pp. 108, 114.

5 Turkmenistan.ru, March 26, 2012.

¢ One view has it that people representing the country’s main economic sectors and some of its

regions were selected to be his rivals in the elections.
7 RIA Novosti, February 13, 2012.

8 Atayev was arrested on charges of inciting inter-clan hostility and in connection with murky
circumstances in his family life. In reality, under the Constitution, after Niyazov’s death Atayev
should have been acting president until the election. This would have made him Berdymukh-

ammedov’s rival, and he was thus eliminated from the political competition.

? “Turkmensky akademik dokazyval aziatskoe proiskhozhdenie atstekov i vikingov” [“Turkmen
academic proves the Asian origins of the Aztecs and Vikings”], Khronika Turkmenistana (Pub-
lished by the Turkmenistan Initiative for Human Rights), www.chrono-tm.org/2012/05aziatskoe-

proishozhdenie-atstekov-i-vikingov.

10 S.M. Demidov, Sufizm v Turkmenistane [Sufism in Turkmenistan] (Ashgabat: Ilym, 1978),
p-157.

W Islam i politicheskaya borba v stranakh SNG [Islam and political struggles in the CIS countries], ed.
Alexander Verkhovsky, p. 29 (Moscow, August 1972).

2 V.A. Kulagin, “Neftegazovy kompleks Turkmenistana” [“Turkmenistan’s oil and gas sector”],
www.gas-journal-ru/gij_detailed_work_php?GIJ_ELEMENT_ID=433988&W.




www.carnegie.ru

The Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, with head-
quarters in Washington D.C., is

a private, nonprofit, nonpartisan
organization dedicated to conduct-
ing independent policy research and
advancing cooperation between
nations. In 1993, the Endowment
launched the Carnegie Moscow
Center to help develop a tradition
of public policy analysis in the coun-
tries of the former Soviet Union and
improve relations between Russia
and the United States.

In 2007, the Carnegie Endow-
ment announced its New Vision

as the first multinational and
ultimately global think tank, add-
ing operations in Beijing, Beirut,
Brussels, and Almaty to its existing
offices in Moscow and Washington.

13 “Neftegazovy kompleks Turkmenistana” [“Turkmenistan’s oil and gas sector”], Gas Industry
Journal (January 13, 2012).

' Innokenty Adyasov, “Konets turkmenskogo gazovogo blefa” [“The end of Turkmenistan’s gas
bluff”], INFOLine — Natural gas.

1> “Neftegazovy kompleks Turkmenistana” [“Turkmenistan’s Oil and Gas Sector”].

!¢ “India poluchila dostup k turkmenskomu gazu” [“India gets access to Turkmenistan’s gas”],
Lzvestia, May 24, 2012.

17 www.crudeaccountability.org/en/uploads/File/turkmenistan/Private%20pocket_EN.pdf.
'8 Neftegazovaya vertical (Feb.20, 2012).
' www.crudeaccountability.org/en/uploads/File/turkenistan/Private%20pocket_EN.pdf.

2 www.gundogar.org/202340512166 000000000000013000000, February 12, 2012.

This Briefing represents the author’s personal views and should not be considered as representing the view

of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace or the Carnegie Moscow Center.

© Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2012

CARNEGIE MOSCOW CENTER

CARNEGIE ENDOWMENT FOR INTERNATIONAL PEACE

16/2 Tverskaya, Moscow 125009 Russia
Tel: +7 (495) 935-8904

Fax: +7 (495) 935-8906

E-mail: info@carnegie.ru

http://www.carnegie.ru



